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TO MY OWN FEMINIST FIGHT CLUB:


the ultimate squad, sisterhood, girl army, #pussyposse, and battle comrades a gal could ask for.

You are my queens.





Author’s Note

How to Read this Book
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There is no right way to read this book. Read it front to back, open it in the middle, or treat it like a cookbook*: flip to the sections you like best, write in the margins, take notes in the back, tear out pages, or slide them underneath your boss’s door.

The goal of this book is to provide you with battle tactics: simple, easy to follow, effective tricks for combatting sexist, subtly sexist, overtly sexist, and sometimes just oblivious behaviors that exist in even our most progressive offices.

Much of what you’ll read here is inspired by my own

experiences, as well as those of colleagues, sources, and friends. But it is also backed up by data: vetted, published, peer-reviewed research you can find documented at the end. The tone of this book may be light, but its basis is not—and not a premise or a fight move exists without statistical evidence to back it up.

This book won’t describe every character nor every workplace. But my hope is that there is something in it for everyone, no matter their career level or economic class, their race, sexual orientation, or gender identity. I am writing for women, but I am also writing for men—because you, male feminists, are crucial to this battle.

Feminist Fight Club is a manual, it is a manifesto, but it’s also a choose-your-own-adventure—left in the hands of you, the reader, to carry forward. I hope you will.



Feminist Fight Club

[image: image]

1 FOR SHUTTING UP MANTERRUPTERS

2 MAKE YOUR VOICE HEARD!

3 TO DRY MALE TEARS

4 FOR KEEPING HAIR OUT OF EYES DURING BATTLE

5 PREVENT BROPROPRIATION WITH THIS HANDY STAMP

6 BECAUSE: WHISKEYYYYYY

fem-i-nist / n.

A person who believes in equality between men and women. (YOU!)


pa-tri-ar-chy / n.

A system that was created by and for men, in everything from language (human) to your office temperature (yes, that AC is actually set to a temp most comfortable to the XY chromosome).

No, not every man is part of the patriarchy. But we do refer to the patriarchy as The Man.



Fem-i-nist Fight Club / n.

Your crew, your posse, your girl gang; your unconditionally helpful professional support system; your ride-or-die homies. Down with the patriarchy!
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Introduction:

Prepare for Battle


“The law cannot do it for us. We must do it for ourselves. Women in this country must become revolutionaries.”

— Shirley Chisholm, the first African American woman elected to the U.S. Congress



It was a fight club—except without the fighting and without the men. Every month or so, a dozen of us—women in our twenties and thirties, struggling writers and creative types, most of us with second jobs—would gather at a friend’s apartment (actually, her parents’ apartment: none of us had an apartment big enough to fit that many people). She’d provide the pasta, salad, or pasta salad, and we’d bring the wine (and seltzer … for some reason we all really liked seltzer). We’d pile our plates high and sink into the cushioned couches in her living room to talk—or, bitch, rather—about our jobs.
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In those early days, the rules of the fight club were simple:


What was said in the group stayed in the group.

Members were never to speak the group’s name.

And we practiced strict vag-cronyism.



That is, membership was not based on merit but vagina. Which meant that once you were in, you were in: engulfed in bosom-like support, embraced and respected, encouraged with finger snaps and fist bumps and cat videos, but no cattiness. We had a strict no “mean girls” policy.

The fact that the club was kept a secret basically justified its need. We were smart, ambitious women striving to “make it” in New York, a city that eats the soft alive. We had grown up in an era of Girl Power—Spice Girls, you know it—when it wasn’t simply an encouragement but an expectation that girls could be and do whatever they wanted. And we believed it. The gender war, we thought, was a relic of our mother’s generation—a battle won long ago.

And yet each of us, in every field, in every role, was stumbling into gender land mines at seemingly every turn—and often ones we didn’t even know existed. It was like trying to dodge that stench that lurks on a New York City street on a hot summer night: there you were, minding your own business, and BAM.

Our meetings had a moderator, of sorts—our host. Sometimes she’d hand out note cards containing handwritten questions. (Where do you want to be in five years? What’s one way you plan to help another woman this year? Who’s your favorite female perfor— Oh wait, duh, Beyoncé.) There were times we’d gather in smaller, informal settings as needed: if one of us had a crisis, an upcoming job interview, an article due, an impending mental breakdown, or looming unemployment—which nearly every one of us had faced at one point or another.

But usually we simply hung out, ate snacks, shot the shit, and talked about work.

I’ve vowed to keep their details secret, but the group looked something like this: Danielle, a brilliantly funny writer, had been toiling away as an assistant at a well-known TV show (a show that, at that time, had not a single female writer). On the side, she’d written two books, created web videos, and taught herself Photoshop—mostly so she could make colorful invitations to Fight Club meetings. But at work, she was consistently passed over for promotions. Tired, disgruntled, and dying of boredom, she had taken to mining the web for inspirational lady-news to send to get us through the day. That, and making feminist cat sweatshirts. Did any of us know somewhere she could try to sell them?
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Nola, a project manager at an ad agency, had recently emailed us all in a rage. She was leading a top-level client meeting when one of her male colleagues had asked if she wouldn’t mind grabbing some coffee for the group. Stunned, she found herself trudging to the kitchen to complete the task. She returned to the meeting with a coffee stain down the front of her blouse and daggers shooting from her eyes.
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There was another woman, a straight-shooting web developer named Rachel, whose male boss told her she was “too aggressive” with her staff. Everyone knew what that was code for: too loud, a little bossy, not “ladylike” enough, according to some made-up standard. But this woman was good at her job—that was never in question. So why should the volume of her voice have mattered?

There was a documentary filmmaker, Tanya, who told a story of having her idea for a show handed off to a male colleague to produce. She was livid. But she stayed quiet, not wanting to be viewed as too “emotional” (or a poor team player). If any of us got wind of any production openings, please, please send them her way.

I was working at Tumblr at the time, my job part of a widely touted initiative to hire journalists to create content on a blogging platform most commonly known for GIFs (and porn). The perks of a tech company were shiny, for a second: Free meals. Endless snacks. Bring your dog to work day … every day. Fancy cold-brew coffee, and the hot “brewmaster” named Grady who would deliver it. Unlimited vacation. A kegerator that would ID you (and your beer preferences) by your fingerprint. A ping-pong table for when you got back from your vacation, finished your personalized beer, played with your dog and just wanted to … you know, relax, man.

And then there were the annoyingly bro-y things: said ping-pong table was six feet from my desk. (No, really—ping-pong balls ricocheting off my laptop were a daily occurrence.) Off-site field trips consisted of basketball games and Medieval Times, and in-office social hour meant a brotastic round of all-staff flip cup—again, on the ping-pong table, feet from my desk.
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But at the core of the problem was the job itself. I’d been hired along with another editor, whom I’d met and liked. We would be co-editors, I was told, and would both report to the CEO. Which was sort of true except that I had accepted the job before we had finalized my title. (Note to self: never accept a job without formalizing the title, even if you’re told you’ll get to “choose” your own.) I was informed casually that’d he’d chosen the title of editor in chief. As in: the highest possible title a person in our field could hold, typically reserved for the absolute ruler of an editorial outfit. But, no worries, the HR manager assured me, we were all part of a suuuuper flat structure here—so what title did I want? (I chose “executive editor.”)

Now in reality, it was not all bad: said colleague, the editor in chief, was a great guy. (A feminist, even!) Married to a power lawyer, the father of two adorable kids. Progressive! Supportive! Jovial! And yet the fact remained: I had been sneak-attacked with a surprise boss, and that boss was a dude.

I could have complained, had the hiring director—or “head of people,” as he was called—not been fired days after I arrived. (Why would a hundred-person company need an HR department?) Still, my boss was an experienced manager. He knew how to command respect in an all-male room. He spoke sternly and authoritatively, whereas I got nervous. People looked at him, not me, in the meetings anyway—he looked like a boss—whether we were talking about a project he was running or not. He would try to help—repeating my ideas with the vocal authority of a six-foot-two, forty-two-year-old white man who was trying to be my advocate. But then he’d get credit for them, too.

I was there too short a time for any of this to really matter: we were all laid off abruptly just over a year after we started, the precursor to an acquisition by a larger company (Yahoo).
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But truth was, this was hardly the first time I’d found myself in such a scenario.

I had begun my career at one of the oldest of the old boys’ clubs, Newsweek, where the sexism had once been so rife that the female staffers—led by a young civil rights lawyer, now congresswoman, named Eleanor Holmes Norton—sued the company for gender discrimination in what was the first lawsuit of its kind. It was 1970, and the Newsweek women were brimming with privilege and smarts: Fulbright scholars, valedictorians, graduates of Seven Sisters colleges from well-off families. As Norton would describe it later: “These were women who you would think wouldn’t have anything to fear at work.”

And yet they were told bluntly that “women don’t write.” They were called “dollies” by their male bosses. Their job duties included pushing mail carts and delivering coffee as well as real research and reporting, all three requiring handing something over to a man. “It was a very hopeless time,” said Susan Brownmiller, a feminist scholar who—along with the late director and screenwriter Nora Ephron—was a Newsweek researcher (i.e., “mail girl”) for a brief period in the 1960s. Both decamped before the lawsuit, but the words of a researcher who remained always stuck in my mind: “After a while you really did start to lose your confidence,” she told me. “You started to think, ‘Writing is what the men do.’ ”


Nora Ephron’s first job was as a Newsweek “mail girl” in 1962. In her interview, she was asked why she wanted the job.

“I want to be a writer,” she said.

“Women don’t write at Newsweek,” she was told.



I never knew that story, in part because the legacy had not been passed down. And yet four decades later, during my era, the experience felt familiar: writing was what “the men” did. I was a writer, of course. I held the title to prove it—as did many of my female colleagues. But our work was still published with a fraction of the frequency of the male staffers at that time. We had not been promoted as quickly as the male colleagues we’d arrived with. And it was hard not to notice that the leaders of the struggling newsweekly were almost entirely white and male. Later, we would add up the bylines for that calendar year: men would write all but six of the magazine’s forty-nine cover stories.

Still, Newsweek was a cushy job for a young journalist. It was my first real job out of college, and I felt lucky* to have landed it. But it was also the first time that I began to doubt my skill. I wasn’t very good at talking myself up, and I stumbled when asked to pitch my ideas to a room—typically to a roomful of men. I didn’t know how to react when a basketball hoop was erected in the newsroom, or when the new boss began spending all his time hanging out by my desk. I didn’t have a mentor I could talk to. In fact, there were few senior women to speak of.

It wasn’t blatant sexism … exactly. There could never be a formal policy that banned women from writing; to the contrary, the door was open to women, and we were rolling through it in greater numbers than ever. But those long-ingrained attitudes don’t just evaporate in a generation.
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The New York Times columnist Gail Collins once told me that while the sexism of her era was certainly crushing, it also had a kind of benefit: it was easy to identify. When a guy pinched your ass or told you that “women don’t write at Newsweek” it certainly wasn’t fair, but at least you knew it wasn’t fair. It was clear-cut discrimination—sexism with a legal definition and a thumbprint—not simply a “feeling.” (Was it real? Am I crazy? Was I the only one who saw it?)

Recognizing sexism is harder than it once was. Like the micro-aggressions that people of color endure daily—racism masked as subtle insults or dismissals—today’s sexism is insidious, casual, politically correct, even friendly. It is a kind of can’t-put-your-finger-on, not-particularly-overt, hard-to-quantify, harder-even-to-call-out behavior that maybe isn’t necessarily intentional, or conscious. Sometimes women exhibit it too. None of that makes it any less damaging.

On a day-to-day level, it’s watching a man instinctively turn to a woman to take notes in a meeting, or being mistaken for the admin when you’re actually the one in charge. It’s being talked over in a group setting, over and over again,* or having your idea attributed to someone else (more often than not a dude). It’s following all the rules, leaning all the way in, and still having to worry about being perceived as “too aggressive” when you display the behavior required of a person in charge. It’s knowing that a colleague calling another woman “ambitious” is the opposite of a compliment. It’s having to be nice (because women are nice!) but not too nice (don’t wanna be a pushover); maternal (a natural caretaker!), but not actually a mother (lest you be viewed as “uncommitted” to the job). It’s having to be confident so that you can command respect but not too confident (because we don’t like cocky women). It’s having to work twice as hard to prove you’re once as good, or three, four, five times as hard if you happen to be female and of color.


sub-tle sex-ism / n.

The kind of sexism that makes you wonder, Am I actually just crazy? (No, you are not.)



It is the fact that women are still more likely than men to feel like imposters, or that when men rise up through the ranks, we like them more, but when women rise, we like them less (which is why women have to make sure to smile frequently, show gratitude and concern, emphasize communal goals, be appreciative … you get the drill).
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Some call this form of sexism Death by a Thousand Cuts. Taken individually, the affronts don’t seem like that big a deal. But over time, and collectively, they are fatal.

If you take the longitudinal view, there are a lot of positives about the state of gender equality today. Women are graduating from college in higher numbers, earning more graduate degrees and PhDs, dominating social media, engaging in online activism, and—for perhaps the first time ever—seeing themselves reflected back in television and pop culture. (All hail Shonda Rhimes!) Women hold the vast majority of consumer spending power in this country and, by 2018, wives will outearn husbands.

And yet.

In their first year out of college, even after accounting for all the things that could affect one’s wages—job choice, job type, hours worked, taking time off, and so forth—women still (still!) earn just 93 percent what their male peers do. Women of all races and ethnicities will be one-quarter as likely to negotiate a raise—and will be deemed pushy or aggressive when they try to. Some of these are privileged problems, no doubt, but these same problems can be viewed as even more acute for the 42 million women in America on the brink of poverty.

The stats show clearly that there is a social benefit to changing the paradigm. Businesses are more successful when they hire women: more collaborative, more profitable, more inclusive.* Women are in fact more effective leaders, less likely to take unnecessary risks, great at multitasking, and have higher emotional intelligence—as the Harvard Business Review put it, “one of the least counter-intuitive findings in the social sciences.” True gender equality, research has shown, would increase the U.S. GDP by 26 percent.

In an ideal scenario, we’d have policies in place to ensure that our workplaces are equal—and hopefully we’ll get there. But even if some scholars believe that it’s the female leadership style that will fuel the revolution (and they do), even if we are working on a political level toward systemic change (wage equality and paid family leave, for instance), even if every pop star in the world proclaims herself a feminist (thank you, Bey!), most of us still have to roll out of bed each morning feeling relatively powerless and face the mundane, boring, subtle bullshit that confronts us on a daily basis. Diversity trainings don’t solve for being the default “coffee girl;” our legal system isn’t equipped to solve for the fact that strong women will be perceived as “pushy” or the fact that Americans still prefer male bosses. Just look at Ellen Pao.

And so.

We need weapons of our own, then—an arsenal of them. We must be armed with data to prove the problem exists and tactics to chip away at it from the outside and the inside. We need skills, hacks, tricks, tools, battle tactics to fight for ourselves while also advocating for change within the system.

But!


This is not a solo task.

We need other women by our side.

So let’s start by linking arms.



When my Fight Club began, the first rule was simple: we did not talk about the club. Anonymity was crucial: this wasn’t a networking group or a place to rack up LinkedIn connections. It was where we could vent and cry and scream and laugh—all without the fear of judgment (or blind items ending up on Gawker).

For years, the Fight Club tactics were passed quietly between us, cradled like precious gems. But the time has come to talk about the club—and not just quietly in somebody’s living room.

This book is for women who, like us, have observed sexist behavior but convinced themselves it wasn’t really a problem (or that the problem was their fault). It is for the woman who knows she belongs at the table but doesn’t have the confidence—or tools—to feel like she can take a seat (or know what to do once she’s there). It’s about knowing that the challenges are collective and to empower you—yes, you!—to become too wily, too informed, too prepared for anyone, or any system, to limit you. Within every woman exists a warrior. Really.

There is an old-school anthology from the 1970s that I kept on my desk while I wrote this book—a yellowed text with a red raised fist on its cover that lit a match to the modern women’s movement. The book is called Sisterhood Is Powerful, and it begins with a simple phrase: “This book is an action.”

This book, too, is an action. It is an action, an attitude, a state of mind, a collective call to arms.


Welcome to the Feminist Fight Club.

This is not a drill.
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The FFC

Womanifesto

WHAT IS THE FFC?

The FFC is an alliance among women ages zero to infinity with the goal of world domination. It represents all women who are kicking ass and taking names, those who would like to, and the men who support them. It is women who are finished with the sexist status quo and those who haven’t yet realized they are angry. Welcome to the club. You have lifelong membership.

WHAT DOES THE FFC HOPE TO ACCOMPLISH?

More female heads of state; more women—and not just white women—who are scientists, engineers, late-night talk show hosts, showrunners. We want to make it rain Tubmans (the new face of the $20 bill) but we also want a woman on the hundred-dollar bill—and the fifty, the ten, and the five. We want to eradicate sexist language and being told to “smile!” We strive for equal wages, government-subsidized paid family leave, and maybe even company-covered egg freezing for all. Our approach is three-pronged: fight for ourselves, fight for our sisters, fight the system.

HOW CAN I IDENTIFY A MEMBER OF THE FFC?

Mwahaha, good luck—we have mastered the art of blending in. Members of the FFC may look like “regular” women, and we could be anywhere: tweeting about Veep; bringing orange slices to your kid’s soccer game; swiping left on your Tinder; running your company or running next to you at the gym. Despite this tricky camouflage, be warned: FFC members are rigorously trained in statistical warfare, negotiation, and blocking micro-aggressions as well as grueling physical combat. We know computer code, how to dismantle a grenade and Missy Elliott lyrics.

ARE THERE WAYS I CAN MAKE MY WORKPLACE MORE FRIENDLY TO MEMBERS OF THE FFC?

You can start with a lactation room that doesn’t double as a broom closet. Other possible enticements: an office temperature above fifty-five degrees; copies of Nice Girls Don’t Get the Corner Office casually placed on the desks of male bosses. Hosting karaoke nights instead of beer pong isn’t a bad idea (we have to practice our battle hymns somewhere). Oh, and stop yourself the next time you have the urge to ask your eight-months pregnant coworker if she’s “looking forward to her time off.”

CAN MEN ENLIST IN THE FFC?

Yes! And we encourage them to do so. The easiest way to enlist in the Men’s Auxiliary is to flip immediately to here for a very special PSA: that is—a Penile Service Announcement. Now print it out, stuff it inside your Bossypants, and set up shop at your local coffeehouse until someone recruits you. Just be cool. We’ll know you when we see you (and we’ll take a cappuccino, thanks). Other recruitment depots include the spiraling line outside the women’s bathroom; the “feminism” section of your local indie bookstore; lesbian dive bars; poetry slams; Hillary Clinton canvassing centers.

Somebody will be in touch.
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Let’s go back to the beginning.

The Feminist Fight Club was founded in 2009—but we made no claim of being the first group of women to meet in a cramped apartment to complain about our jobs. In my mother’s era, the weekly gatherings were called consciousness-raising groups: women who would meet, often while somebody’s husband was away, to ask one another, How do you feel about housework? What do you want to do in life? Have you ever faked an orgasm?

The groups would become the backbone of the women’s movement: publishing underground newspapers, lobbying for policy, and staging many a protest. There was a sit-in at the Ladies’ Home Journal, to demand a female editor; an ogle-in on Wall Street, where women catcalled men; and a famous demonstration at the 1968 Miss America Pageant, where protesters tossed their bras, girdles, and high heels into a “Freedom Trash Can.”* Each of the groups had different tactics, and they disagreed on much, but what they shared was the belief that, as the organizer Kathie Sarachild put it, women were “about the most exciting people around.” Sarachild had been part of a group called New York Radical Women. (She also coined the phrase “Sisterhood is Powerful.”)

My own Feminist Fight Club was forged one afternoon on the upper level of a Manhattan McDonald’s, over milkshakes and fries. It was just three women then, each low-level staffers working in television, not long after Barack Obama had secured the presidency, and Congress had made not a single gain in female representation (for the first time since 1978). It also happened to be the year that David Letterman would admit to sleeping with his assistant; that an ESPN analyst would be fired for having a relationship with a young staffer; and Chris Brown would be charged with assaulting his then-girlfriend, Rihanna.
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Those scandals were the backdrop, but the catalyst was personal. One of the women, a research assistant, had been performing the duties of a job two rungs above her pay grade for more than a year—but without the title or compensation. (When she asked to be promoted, she was told it “wasn’t the right time.”) Another, after four years as an assistant, had indeed been “promoted,” but without a raise or a direct boss. She was now sitting in a windowless closet she called the “cloffice” (closet-office), next to the mail room, where the top boss stored his dry cleaning. She hung up one of those peel-and-stick wall decals—a Caribbean beach scene—to stave off her claustrophobia.

“We felt like we were stuck, and we had no means of getting out,” she explained later. “We had no network, no mentors. And I think we recognized early that—in our office anyway—a man’s opinion just meant more.”

The first formal meeting took place on a Friday night, at the apartment of the cloffice-dweller’s parents, who’d been banished to the bedroom (we tiptoed through to use the bathroom). There were a dozen women there that night, and we voted on a name. (Among the rejected titles: V.A.G.I.N.A., or Very Angry Girls in New York Media Associations, docked for its narrowness—both the vagina and the media—and the Cat Pack, vetoed for its cat-lady connotation.) We were to bring something to read aloud, either written by a woman, about a woman, or inspiring to women. There would be dinner, but we would not be eating “like girls.” We were told to come hungry.


“We will not be eating ‘like girls,’ ” the invite noted, “so please come hungry.”



Most there that night had never met: we were a hodgepodge of friends of friends, acquaintances, and colleagues twice removed. (I’d been introduced through a mentor who was friends with our host’s mother.) But we were all about the same age, in creative-ish fields, at roughly the same point in our careers. We had certain New York neuroses that bound us. Each of us was privileged: we were college graduates with decent apartments, if not big enough to fit the group. We had second and third jobs, but the reason was so we could pursue what we really wanted to do.

Nevertheless, there was a sense that somehow, before this moment—as we sat in a semicircle, shoving cheese into our mouths—we were alone. Most of us had never talked openly about these issues. Many of us had questioned if










The Enemy:

The Manterrupter
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A quick pop culture history refresher: remember that moment back in 2009, when Kanye West lunged onto the stage at the VMAs, grabbed the microphone out of Taylor Swift’s hand, and launched into a monologue? “Imma let you finish,” he said, as Swift stood by in stunned silence. “But Beyoncé had one of the best videos of all time!”

Whether or not you agreed with his musical assessment (or the fact that he had appointed himself spokesman for another powerful woman) it was the most publicly memorable instance of a manterruption—a man interrupting a woman while she was trying to speak (in this case, on a stage, alone, trying to accept the award for best female video). But to a certain breed of working woman, Kanye’s behavior was familiar. We speak up in a meeting, only to hear a man’s voice boom over ours. We chime in with an idea, perhaps a tad too uncertainly—and a dude interjects with authority. We may have the ideas, but he has the vocal cords—causing us to clam up, lose our confidence, or cede credit for our work. Studies show the Manterrupter is real: men speak more than women in professional meetings, they interrupt more frequently, and women are twice as likely as men to be interrupted by both men and women when they speak (and even more if they’re a woman of color). It’s not just Taylor who gets shafted.
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* A thing, to my mother’s dismay, I have never owned.





* Luck: a thing that women give credit to for their success. What men give credit to: skill.



* Yes, women are interrupted in meetings (by both men and women) at twice the rate of men.



* Fun fact: When Google cofounders Larry Page and Sergey Brin decided to bring on Marissa Mayer, the company’s first female engineer, they told her, “We’ve read a lot of books, and we know that organizations work better when there is gender balance.”
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